The  Carrizo  Plain  Natural  Area  Is 
cooperatively  managed  by: 

The  Nature  Conservancy 

California  Department 
of 

Fish  and  Game 
Bureau  of  Land  Management 


8LM  LIBRARY 


88071691 

WWiI  M\m4§  nil 


Cranes 


Carrizo  Plain  Nalural  Area 

San  Luis  Obispo  Counly.  California 


For  more  Information  contact: 

Goodwin  Education  Center 
805-475-2131 

Seasonally  Open  December  - May 
Thursday  - Sunday 
9:00  am  to  5:00  pm 


Bureau  of  Land  Management 
3801  Pegasus  Drive 
Bakersfield.  California  93308 
805-39  l-<i000 
Monday  - Friday 
7:30  am  to  4:00  pm 


BLM/CA/GI-98-/01 8+6635 


S26 

1996 


Novembei  1996 


U S GOVERNMENT  PRINTING  OFFICE:  1998-605-729 


6L 

.&?^l 

S9^U> 
\(]^Lp 

SANDHILL  CRANES 

Sandhill  Cranes  (Gius  canadensis)  are  one 
of  the  rnosf  popular  avian  allracllons  of 
Ihe  Cotrizo  Plain.  Ihe  Carrizo  Plain  provides 
an  opfiorlunlly  to  watch  these  birds  In  Iheir 
wirrieriny  habllat. 

I wo  sul)specles  of  Sandhill  Cranes,  Ihe 
Lesser  and  Ihe  Greater,  migrate  through 
and  winter  In  California.  Ihe  Sandhill 
Cranes  seen  In  Ihe  Carrizo  Plain  are 
Itiouytil  to  be  primarily  Ihe  Lesser,  with  a 
lew  Gre.alers  mixed  In. 

Ihe  Greater  Sandhill  Crane  Is  listed  by  Ihe 
Stale  ol  California  us  a Ituealened  species. 

DESCRIPIION:  Sandhill  Cranes  are  large 
birds  with  long  legs  and  necks,  and  a 
bustle  like  rear.  Itie  adult  wingspan 
averages  73  Inches.  Ihe  adults  are  gray 
wllti  a dislincllve  bald  red  cap  on  Ihe 
crown  and  forehead.  Immature  birds  lack 
lire  red  cap  on  Ihe  tiead.  Preening  with 
mutldy  bills  somelIrTies  slalns  Ihe  feathers 
on  llie  itpper  back,  lower  neck  and  breast 
a rust  color,  Ihe  rusf  color  Is  due  fo  the  Iron 
conlalned  In  Ihe  mud.  Cranes  fly  with  Iheir 
necks  and  legs  oulsirelched.  Groups  of 
cranes  will  fly  In  a "V"  formation. 

VOICE;  ltie  common  call  Is  a Irumpeling, 
raining,  repealed  gar-oo-oo.  audible  at 
great  distances.  Cranes  may  call  while 
flying  or  on  Ihe  ground.  Ihe  call  Is  often 
heard  well  before  approaching  birds  are 
visible. 


HABITAT  & RANGE:  Although  Lesser  and 
Greater  Sandhill  Cranes  are  IhoughI  fo 
winter  In  mixed  flocks  on  the  Carrizo  and  In 
the  Central  Valley,  the  summer  nesting 
grounds  differ.  Greater  Sandhill  Cranes 
nest  In  northeast  California,  southeast 
Oregon,  and  British  Columbia.  The  Lesser 
Sandtilll  Crane  travels  further  north  fo  Ihe 
Arctic,  where  they  nest  on  tundra  marshes 
and  sedge-grass  meadows  In  Alaska. 

BEHAVIOR:  Sandhill  Cranes  roost  at  nighf 
on  shallow  bodies  of  water  with  sparse 
vegelallon.  enabling  Ihe  birds  to  spot 
predators.  Soda  Lake  and  the  associated 
sinks  provides  this  type  of  night  roosling 
habllal.  Early  In  Ihe  morning  Ihe  cranes  fly 
off  lo  feed  In  Ihe  nearby  agricultural  fields 
that  provide  grain  and  Invertebrates.  At 
midday  Ihe  cranes  leave  Ihe  fields  and  fly 
off  In  small  groups  to  nearby  loafing  areas. 
Here  they  rest,  preen  and  drink  fresh  water. 
Sometimes  cranes  may  be  seen  dancing, 
this  Interesting  behavior  may  be  seen  at 
any  lime  of  Ihe  year.  Dancing  or  strut  ling 
birds  may  Jump  several  feet  In  Ihe  air. 

Wing  flapping,  raised  wings  over  the  back 
and  calling  are  components  of  dancing 
behavior.  Birds  may  preform  singly  or 
facing  another  bird,  then  afterwards 
resume  Iheir  previous  activity.  During  the 
late  winter  and  early  spring,  dancing  may 
be  a courtship  display.  At  other  times  It 
may  be  a release  of  energy  or  observed 
during  agonisllc  encounters. 

At  dusk.  Ihe  cranes  fly  back  to  Ihe  night 
roosling  site. 


WHERE  TO  SPOT  CRANES:  the  best  place  to 
see  Ihe  Sandhill  Cranes  Is  at  or  near  llie 
roosling  site  at  Soda  Lake.  Soda  Lake 
Overlook,  along  Soda  Lake  Road,  or  along 
SImmler  Road,  are  good  places  to  look 
and  listen  for  cranes. 

During  Ihe  day  many  of  Ihe  cranes  use  Ihe 
agricultural  fields  northwest  of  Ihe  Carrizo 
Plain  In  California  Valley,  and  west  of  Ihe 
Callenie  Mountains  In  the  Cuyama  River 
Valley. 

WHEN  ARE  THE  CRANES  HERE:  the  arrival  of 
Sandhill  Cranes  Is  dictated  by  Ihe  quantity 
and  timing  of  Ihe  winter  rains.  Generally, 
cranes  winter  on  Ihe  Carrizo  from  mid- 
December  to  the  end  of  February.  Sandhill 
Cranes  numbers  on  the  Carrizo  have 
averaged  between  2,000  lo  6.000  lairds 
annually  over  the  last  decade.  During  an 
exceptionally  dry  period  from  1 984  thru 
1 99 1,  there  were  greatly  reduced  numbers 
of  cranes.  In  some  years  no  cranes  were 
seen. 

the  best  limes  of  the  day  lo  observe  Ihe 
cranes  are  at  dawn  and  dusk,  when  they 
are  leaving  or  returning  lo  Iheir  roost  site. 
Remember  lo  listen  for  Iheir  call  as  a clue 
to  Iheir  location. 
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